CHAPTER ONE

The Blind Man's Hunt

THE old man wore a long coat of daffodil yellow with black facings
laced with gold, and breeches of black ribbed velvet. His hands, which
were thin and blotched., though still finely shaped, their ridged nails
cut short, rested on his thighs as if on cushions. On the little finger
of his left hand was a large cornelian signet-ring.

The glow of the fire gleamed red on the stone of his ring, on the lace
of his coat and on the leather of his boots, showing up the creases at
the ankles.

The old nobleman, reclining in his wing-chair, sat with his head bent
slightly forward; his skull, three-quarters bald, still preserved at the
back a stiff crown of white hair, brushed upwards, and the heavy dew-
laps beneath his chin hung down on his double-pointed pique stock,
helcl in place by a pin decorated with stag's teeth.

A clock in the room struck six, and then two further, shriller strokes
to mark the half-hour.

^    Still half-asleep, the Marquis de La Monnerie thought: "It must be
dark by now; I wonder if they've killed?"

He heard the fire crumbling. He did not move; he knew that there
were brass fireguards in front of every fireplace.

"I wonder where I am?" he thought. "In the little drawing-room.
Then which fireplace is it? The one with the gryphons or the one with
the Muses?"

He got up, prudently raising a hand to avoid knocking his head
against the huge block of Renaissance stone that formed the front of
the chimneypiece. His fingers, shaking slightly, strayed over the carving
and recognized the winged figures, the lines representing hair on the
thighs, the paws ending in sharp claws. Yes, it was the fireplace with
the gryphons, with here and there the great "M" of the Mauglaives,
formed of swords, on the vertical jambs and surmounted by a large
coronet. The other fireplace, the fireplace with the Muses, was one
of those in the great drawing-room.

" So much the worse/5 thought the Marquis; "I'm beginning to 'forget
even my own house."
He felt for the arm of his chair and sat down again with a sigh.
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